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TABLE 2 
ORIGINAL WETLAND ACREAGE ESTIMATES 
Comparison of Various Dam Sets 

Roc: and Ayers, 1954 

Aquic suborder soils 
(hydric) Soil Taxonomy, 1975 

USDA Economic Research Service 

USDA Economic Research Service, 1987 
(aJ/riculrural draillage plus remaining 
wetlands) 

This study (Table 011 Weiland Losses 
hI rhe United States ) 

C ORRELATION WITH 
OTHER DATA SETS 

There appears to be close agreement between the 
data tabulated in this repon and other data from 
sources that have Ix:en u.s<.--u to est imate original 
or existing wetland acreage. "111e total wetland 
acredge reported here for the 1980's is campara· 
ble with the findings of Frayer el al. 72 given the sta· 
tistical range of variability. (Frayer et al. estimated 
99 million acres existl.."(l as ofthe mid·1970·s in the 
contenninous US. ± 6.4%). Ik.>cause the tech· 
niques for determining acreage totals for the vari· 
ous estimates are very different, it is useful to 

draw comparisons to Other national data sets on 
wetlands. 

ESTIMATES OF ORIGINAL 
WETLAND ACREAGE 

Estimates of o riginal wetland acreage have been 
made by a variety of fL~rchers and agendes 
(refer to 7abte 2). There are four sources that 
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have produced viable acreage information that 
can be used to approximate wetlands as they 
existed at the time 0( settlement in the 10\\'er 48 
states. In 1954, Roe and Ayres73 conducted an 
analysis of land already drainL-d and potcmialland 
drainage nC(.'"<.kd to put the maximum area into 
agricultural production. Theye.stimated that an 
area of 215 million acres or 24 percent of all 
IXltential agricultural land in the lower 48 states 
would require drainage for optimum crop pro
duction. Thk<; figure has been used as an original 
wetlands e.~timate in several national repons.7-1.7i.76 

Hydric soils data have also been used in some 
instances to approximate wetland acreage. Hydric 
soils are those soils de.~rioc'(] by the Soil Conser· 
vat ian SelVicc that arc saturated, fl OCK.k:d, o r 
ponded long enough during the growing season 
to develop anaerobic conditions in the upper 
part. Under normal circumstances, these soils 
support wetland vegetation and can be USl.x1 as an 
indicator of wetlancls.n The National Technical 
Commiucc for Hyd ric Soils has developed criteria 
to identify hydriC soil series and has produced a 
list of soils v.ithin the United States that are 
hydric. l he publication SoiL ·1iv.uNOMy76 lists soil 



"' fi TLll i'l lJS L O SS E S / ,\ ' rilE I' H lrED s rllrE S ______ w __ 

FIGURE S, EXTENT AND LOCATION OF ARTIFICIALLY DRAlNED AGRICULTURAl. 
LAND IN THE UNITED 1985 

~;:;':';:::~~~::= 

:Icreage estimates for the United States. Because 
soil characteristics change slowly, even following 
drainage, summation of the soil aCl'C'.lges indica
tive of wetland conditions should ,Ipproximate 
the wetland acreage that existed at the time o f set
tlement. Summing lhe acreage estimates of soils 
with aquic suOOrdcr:s· rt..osults in ,I total for the 
lower 48 Slates of2ll million 'ICres. TIlere are an 
:tdditional 165 million :tcn .. "!> of soils with aquic 
suborder:s in Alaska. (re/erlo 7(lble 2) 

l1le U.s. Dep:mment of Agriculture's 
Economic Research Service"9 has also eslimau .. >d 
original wetland acreages for the lower 48 Slates. 
11leir l..'Stimate was based upon L'md in drainage in 
1950, plus the ma'timum ofinvcntorit.-'d wetlands 
based upon the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service"s 
wetland trend., study"'~ or the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture's national resources inventory,BO 
which(.-'Ver was greater. 111e estimated total of 
o riginal wetlands in the lower 48 States USing this 

method was 21 7 million acres. 
lhe final (bla set that is comparnble on a 

national basis was also produced by the U.S. 
Department of Agricullure's Economic Research 
Service. It dct.1i1s farm drninage trends in the 
Unitt.'d Stales .81 Because a very high \X!rcentagc 
of wetland losses has been due to agricultural 
corwer.;ion,Tl these data may be used to approxi
mate the percentage of wetland area lost to agri
cultural drainage over time. By adding drainage 
figures to estimall..-'d existing wetland acreage, this 
method indicatcs that a total of2 13 million acres 
once exist(.-'d in the comenninous 48 states. It is 
interesting to note that three of the national daL1 
SCts hinge on estimates o f agricultural drainage. 
This is nOt unreasonable given that the vast ma;ar
ity 01 wetland losses have been due to agncultural 
conver:sion. Figure 5 illuslrntes the extent and 
locatio n or artificially drained agricultural land in 
the Unitt.-'(I States . 

• AquIc.uOOnJoor .<Oib. . .. ddinrtI boo S<Ji1 T ....... .....". ,..., ,ho.<- oods th:a, "" ...... l'edudflfllqpf'lC ,Iu, 1:1 vtnuallt' free <J ~ <"''II:'''' b«a_ ,1M! ooiI h. 

........... ed by potond .. ,.."' ... by """<T <J ,1M! Clj'IiIbry '""II'!. 
9 
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NATIONAL STATUS SUMMARY 

1:. he national decline in wetlands from the 1780's to the 
1980'5 is dramatic. Losses in particular regions of the coun
try are even more startling. For example, the mid-western 

farm belt state.<; of Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota. 
Ohio, and \x'isconsin 31.:'(:ount for over 36 million acres of wet· 
lan(l~ lost since the country \v:lS sen led. This amount.'i to rough
ly one third of all wetlands lost in the history of our Nation. Alaska 
stands alone as the only state where well and resoUILes hal'e not 
been substantially reduced. 

Incomplete baseline data on the wetlands in the Nation pre
vent an accurate appraisal of the "health" of these remaining 
resources. However, population growth and distribution and 
agricultur.ll development greatly affect bnd lIse patterns that 
impact wetlands. As evidenced by the data presented in this 
relXlrt, hundreds of thousands of acres have been drained annu
ally, despite increa-;ed efforts to conserve wetlands through state 
and Federal legislation. 

Our Nation continu3lly faces the challellb>C of identifying and 
reconciling physical and environmcntallimil<; with the develop
mem of its natura! resouILes. To meet the demand for resource 
development, the United States del'elops laws. regulations, and 
p::llicies to increase the benefiL<; of development while attempting 
to protect fish and wildlife, environmental quality, and socioe
conomic f(.."5QUILe values. The stimulus for development of such 
protective me-J.Sures is provided by inSights regarding environ
mental trends. While some trends are very subtle, thtse data on 
the Nation's wellands loss provide a dear indication that con
tinued loss will jeopardize a V'aluable resource. Over a 200-year 
limespan, wetland acreage has diminished to the IXlint where 
environmental and even socio-economic benefits (I.e., ground 
water supply and water quality, shoreline erosion, floodwater 
Sloraf,'C and trapping of sediments, and climatic changes) are now 
seriously threatened. 

10 
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RI !IX) pp. 
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'1~1us.. tw.taI qwll\' :and WIUn: unp;k\S fnom "-"",,,,\ ... r. 
In INrERltGENO' 'tI.~1OI' ON n 11-; fOm.\ ANI) 
/,CXJLOGt'OF BOTiUl flANI) lIi\R1)VOOOS IN T1-~'iA\ 

TeJCl< p,uk, 1l'ikJhf~ 1).,1'1, AU'>lin, TX 

, 'en, Pam ~nd \II-,Idi,fe 1),:,I'"nm.:nl 198!l The Ten< 
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I'l ... n:ali .. ", pl:!u }~ PP 
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jen-.rn. au. F 19"T~ I:.'vliJ./· ... nONOI-· ,::XJ571,\'G IKJ,"II.o\.\'n 
IfNlfTliT IN l-TAlI Ut:lh I)".". , ... '1awr:l1 Rt. ....... nb. 
Ot .............. of IXIkU,k Rc.oun"'eS Pub \;(, ~".1"" 

L'I:;ll D, .... ,"'" , __ P-JrX., and Rt."'l\.o;IIN'" ~nd \ 'I~II 
n..,"'"11l<:1II ,i "'~,ul1ll Rt.. ... Rll\.l. ... l~ I-TNI"\ 
"';/071.IIX/J!> ,I.\' 1.lIPOK1il \-T 01. 7/)()()R RJ:'CRrA1"I()N 

RIo:SOl 'HCE. i\ PI'. 

""""'''I>,J 19W 198!l VI:'IWo.vr J,:I ,'CHHAnON I'I.".N· 
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I'-Jrlc, and R~"'I'l-JIIOn 431'1' 

C.""nKIIl .... (:-:lhh of'v;rgtn... 19A1'l 1'111' VlRGI'\·'A 
()( 7TJOORS Pl~N. 'n,71AYDS Vi!')(ima 1) .. • ... :m""'111 IIf 
COn. ........ "'IKIn and 1Il:1:1\."llllon. ""'>~"l ,"'Pbnmlljl and 
it«n:-JIUU\ Rt.."""'''-'''' 1'1'. 1'ib- 161' 

1\.1~""', I) D_ 1990 UE11.'IN/)!;IIAJ) OF:1-YU .... THI IfNlfTATS 
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.............. x·. N~lIorul l,I;erbno.b I"' ... ~\I .. ') Pon"nd, OR. 8 PI'. 

\1;· .. ..,1 \'irgtnta 1).,1"'"""'''1 uf N'"ur~l lk"",un"\;'. I9&! 
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)nlw"lO. en 1976 WI:.71AN/J I 'V;' IN IK IICQ,V_VN 
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\II1.",;on>tn DI."P"nnICIII of Naturdl Resources No dJle, 
1Ji"I)CI)Il."n \1; '''"lI:mrn Priumy PIan·:o-\ :i<kk:no.lum to 
';J;';s(:on."n·~ L 9il6-91 ,,~,c"'ide cUfTlpreltensI'-': .. lH(k ..... 

~re2li"n pbn. 22 pp 

\l)'unu~ Game:and Fi<h Dq>;Inmem 1967 W~,bnd; 
Coonp<.lllCIII . I9ilS lJi)uminJt ~,,: u""preht.-ns"" 
.. Uld< ..... =""'"3U'" pbn 30 pp_ 

1'''')'<:1", W F., . T J MIlfI.1h2n. D C. HuNdcn, and FA. 
Cf"J}tMll 19I1J .\7;\ l1JS ",VD TRENDS 0/-' \1;1;.7'/M·OS IINI) 
1Jt:t.:J>WIo11iR I I/IRlTATS IN THE CO,VT1:"ll.IIINO/JS (WIt H!) 

!>TA71-:s, 19S0'S10 1970'S. CoIorJOO Sl~t<' UnlwfSuy. 
1'1 Collin.' 31 PI' 

Rue, It II, Jilt! Q c;: A).,...,. 19S4 M'CINEt:'RI,vC,' FOR 
AGNJCI L11 'WIJNAJ,'VAGf: McGl1IlI/-H,1! III .... ell. N.. .... 
"orlc 'iO 1 I'P 

Off"",,liT~'Cllno.""'*r As.~.", 1'.18-1 WI:.77ANI).I 
n/t.:JRI~'I\N!)RFGl'l.ll11ON OTA4lO6l'S O~~, 
Wa,;IlUlJtIll!1 , I) C. 20iI pp 

Tnll .... I!.."')r 19&1 IKJ,77,AND501-' TlIH IINm·n'TII11-:S 
("IIRREX'I" \TA77'~M'/) Nl:O:A7' 1'RHNI)!J U_S F,.h ~"d 
\l'ildhfc St.",i,:t:, N:llional \II'~~l:uKl, In",,,",,,, 
Wa<hinl(t<ln. D.C. W PI' 

!'der:l!>''''KJ,) S ~nd) M 7 .. d:v.n) 1987 Y/il1V\ HI:1'f.)RT 
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fLXk.'f"JIM>rI \1;':t.'hlll~I'l<l. D.C. oi6 PI' 

M.:tk:TlIl lnlo:r1lJi\'.""'Y CClfllRUntt Ii ... \1'~,bnd lxb ..... "'",lf\ 
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IJf:J)Nf:ATINGjl ·RJ.';[)ICTlOIIiAL WH7ANf:A\ L -S Arm) 
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L l.S [)..,~1nmC1l1I)f ~nc:ulum:. I'.O.In"lrtl<" R'-"'t.'~n:11 
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I Nn1-:JJ "rAll;:i. 1l11TORl: STA7lJS,Af','O I'NO.'iJ't:CI' 
.\""'-cl ....... ~ .. ,~ Puhlk":lu"n No, H$~. W;l>hh\j(h"' , D.C 
1-0 PI) 
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